
International Journal on Studies in English Language and Literature (IJSELL) 
Volume 12, Issue 8, August 2024, PP 1-6 

ISSN 2347-3126 (Print) & ISSN 2347-3134(Online) 

https://doi.org/10.20431/2347-3134.1208001 

www.arcjournals.org  

 

 

International Journal on Studies in English Language and Literature (IJSELL)                                Page | 1 

Exploring the Theme of Incarceration in Contemporary African 

American Literature 

Faiza Farhat Mohammad Mustafa* 

India 

 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Incarceration refers to the state of being confined in a prison or similar institution as a form of 

punishment. It is a legal penalty imposed by the judicial system upon individuals who are found guilty 

of committing crimes. Incarceration serves multiple purposes including deterrence, retribution, 

rehabilitation, and protection of society. The implications of incarceration extend beyond the 

individuals directly affected, influencing families, communities, and societal structures at large.The 

theme of incarceration holds significant importance in contemporary African American literature due 

to its profound impact on African American communities. African Americans are disproportionately 

represented in the U.S. prison system, a reality that stems from historical and systemic issues such as 

racial discrimination, socioeconomic disparities, and biased law enforcement practices. By exploring 

this theme, contemporary African American literature brings to light the personal and collective 

experiences of incarceration, offering critical insights into its causes and consequences.Books like 

"The New Jim Crow" by Michelle Alexander, while not fiction, provide a critical framework for 

understanding the mass incarceration of African Americans as a continuation of racial caste systems. 

Meanwhile, novels such as "The Nickel Boys" by Colson Whitehead and "Sing, Unburied, Sing" by 

Jesmyn Ward portray the human stories behind the statistics, illustrating how incarceration affects 

individuals and their families on a deeply personal level.This essay is structured to provide a 

comprehensive exploration of the theme of incarceration in contemporary African American literature. 

First, it will examine the historical context of incarceration in the United States, emphasizing the 

systemic issues contributing to the high rates of imprisonment among African Americans. This section 

will draw on historical texts and scholarly works to provide a detailed background.Next, the essay will 

analyse specific literary works that address the theme of incarceration. Key novels, such as "The 

Nickel Boys" by Colson Whitehead and "An American Marriage" by Tayari Jones, will be discussed 

to illustrate how authors depict the experiences of African Americans with the prison system. These 

analyses will highlight the narrative techniques used to convey the emotional and psychological 

impact of incarceration, as well as the broader social and political commentary embedded in these 

works.The essay will also explore how these literary works contribute to broader conversations about 
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justice, reform, and racial equality. It will examine the ways in which authors use their platforms to 

advocate for change and to challenge readers to think critically about the criminal justice 

system.Finally, the conclusion will summarize the key points discussed and reflect on the significance 

of studying incarceration through the lens of contemporary African American literature. It will 

reiterate the importance of these literary works in fostering empathy, awareness, and action towards 

addressing the issues surrounding mass incarceration and racial injustice.In summary, this essay aims 

to shed light on the multifaceted theme of incarceration as portrayed in contemporary African 

American literature, demonstrating how these narratives not only reflect the harsh realities faced by 

many but also inspire dialogue and efforts towards societal transformation. 

2. HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF INCARCERATION IN AFRICAN AMERICAN COMMUNITIES 

The history of incarceration in African American communities is deeply rooted in the legacy of 

slavery. Enslavement of African Americans in the United States began in the early 17th century and 

lasted until the ratification of the 13th Amendment in 1865. Slavery was not only a system of forced 

labour but also a method of control and oppression. Enslaved individuals were subjected to brutal 

conditions, dehumanization, and severe restrictions on their freedom.The abolition of slavery did not 

eliminate the systemic racism embedded in American society. The 13th Amendment, while abolishing 

slavery, included a significant loophole: it permitted involuntary servitude as punishment for a crime. 

This clause laid the groundwork for what would become known as "slavery by another name" the use 

of incarceration as a means to perpetuate racial subjugation. Post-emancipation, many Southern states 

enacted Black Codes, laws that criminalized trivial behaviours of African Americans and led to their 

incarceration. These laws effectively maintained the labour force and social hierarchy reminiscent of 

slavery. 

The Jim Crow era, spanning from the late 19th century to the mid-20th century, further entrenched 

racial discrimination and segregation. During this period, African Americans faced legalized racial 

segregation and disenfranchisement. The criminal justice system was a tool of racial control, with 

African Americans disproportionately arrested, convicted, and imprisoned. The convict leasing 

system, a practice where prisoners were leased to perform labour for private parties, thrived during 

this time, creating a direct link between incarceration and economic exploitation.The Civil Rights 

Movement of the 1950s and 1960s aimed to dismantle Jim Crow laws and achieve racial equality. 

While significant legislative changes were made, such as the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting 

Rights Act of 1965, the systemic issues persisted. The War on Drugs, initiated in the 1970s and 

intensified in the 1980s under the Reagan administration, marked the beginning of mass incarceration. 

The War on Drugs disproportionately targeted African American communities, with harsher penalties 

for drug offenses involving substances more commonly found in these communities, such as crack 

cocaine.Michelle Alexander's book "The New Jim Crow" Deal with this era, arguing that mass 

incarceration serves as a modern system of racial control. The book highlights how policies like 

mandatory minimum sentencing and three-strikes laws led to the exponential increase in the African 

American prison population. By the end of the 20th century, the United States had the highest 

incarceration rate in the world, with African Americans making up a disproportionate percentage of 

the prison population. 

The impact of incarceration on African American families and communities is profound and 

multifaceted. The removal of large numbers of African American men from their communities has 

created a significant social and economic void. Families are often left without a primary breadwinner, 

leading to financial instability and increased reliance on public assistance. The psychological impact 

on children with incarcerated parents is considerable, affecting their academic performance, emotional 

well-being, and future prospects.In "An American Marriage" by Tayari Jones, the personal toll of 

incarceration on relationships is poignantly depicted. The novel tells the story of a young African 

American couple whose lives are torn apart by a wrongful conviction. This narrative underscores the 

emotional and social repercussions of incarceration, illustrating how it disrupts family dynamics and 

creates long-lasting trauma.Communities with high incarceration rates suffer from diminished social 

cohesion and increased crime rates. The stigmatization of formerly incarcerated individuals makes 

reintegration into society challenging. Employment discrimination against those with criminal records 

exacerbates economic disparities and perpetuates cycles of poverty and criminality. This cyclical 

nature of incarceration and its aftereffects contribute to the persistent marginalization of African 

American communities.Books like "Just Mercy" by Bryan Stevenson provide a broader perspective 
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on the systemic issues within the criminal justice system. Stevenson, a lawyer and social justice 

advocate, recounts his experiences defending marginalized individuals on death row. His work 

highlights the intersection of race, poverty, and legal inequities, emphasizing the need for 

comprehensive reform.The historical context of incarceration in African American communities 

reveals a pattern of racial control and economic exploitation that has evolved over centuries. From 

slavery to the present-day mass incarceration, systemic racism has continually adapted to maintain 

social hierarchies. Understanding this history is crucial for addressing the root causes of racial 

disparities in the criminal justice system and advocating for meaningful change. 

3. PORTRAYAL OF INCARCERATION IN CONTEMPORARY AFRICAN AMERICAN LITERATURE 

"The New Jim Crow" by Michelle Alexander is a seminal work that, while not fiction, has profoundly 

influenced contemporary African American literature and discussions on mass incarceration. 

Alexander's book argues that the U.S. criminal justice system functions as a modern system of racial 

control, akin to the Jim Crow laws that enforced racial segregation and disenfranchisement. She 

meticulously documents how policies such as the War on Drugs disproportionately target African 

American communities, leading to mass incarceration. Alexander's analysis reveals the cyclical nature 

of systemic racism, showing how the legal system perpetuates racial disparities in a manner 

reminiscent of historical oppression. Her work has inspired many authors and activists to explore 

these themes further in their own writings."Sing, Unburied, Sing" by Jesmyn Ward is a poignant novel 

that explores the impact of incarceration on African American families. The story centres on a family 

in rural Mississippi, dealing with the imprisonment of a father, Michael, and its repercussions on his 

children, Jojo and Kayla. Ward employs a blend of realism and magical realism, giving voice to both 

living and dead characters to weave a narrative that spans generations. The novel deal with themes of 

systemic racism, poverty, and the enduring legacy of trauma. Through the character of Jojo, Ward 

highlights the emotional toll of having a parent in prison, while also addressing the broader social 

injustices faced by African Americans.Although "The Mars Room" by Rachel Kushner is not written 

by an African American author, it provides a critical perspective on the lives of incarcerated women, 

including those from African American communities. The novel follows Romy Hall, a woman serving 

two life sentences in a California prison, and sheds light on the dehumanizing conditions within the 

prison system. Kushner's narrative exposes the harsh realities of incarceration, including the loss of 

autonomy, the struggle to maintain connections with the outside world, and the systemic inequalities 

that lead to disproportionate incarceration rates among marginalized groups. Through Romy's story, 

Kushner underscores the broader social and institutional failings that perpetuate cycles of 

incarceration and poverty. 

One of the most prevalent themes in contemporary African American literature about incarceration is 

the loss of agency and identity. In "The New Jim Crow," Michelle Alexander illustrates how the 

criminal justice system strips individuals of their rights and autonomy, often reducing them to mere 

statistics. This dehumanization is also vividly depicted in "The Mars Room," where Romy Hall's life 

is controlled by the prison's oppressive rules and routines. In "Sing, Unburied, Sing," Jojo's father 

Michael experiences a similar loss of self, as imprisonment disconnects him from his family and 

heritage. These works highlight how incarceration robs individuals of their personal agency and 

erodes their sense of identity.The impact of incarceration on familial relationships is another 

significant theme. In "Sing, Unburied, Sing," Jesmyn Ward explores how Michael's imprisonment 

strains his relationship with his children and partner. The emotional distance created by his absence is 

compounded by the family's struggle with poverty and systemic racism. "The Mars Room" portrays 

the devastating effect of Romy's imprisonment on her relationship with her young son, Jackson. These 

narratives emphasize the ripple effect of incarceration, showing how it disrupts family structures and 

creates long-lasting emotional scars.Institutional racism and injustice are central motifs in these 

literary works. "The New Jim Crow" explicitly addresses how the criminal justice system is designed 

to maintain racial hierarchies, drawing parallels between contemporary practices and historical forms 

of racial control. Jesmyn Ward's "Sing, Unburied, Sing" depicts the pervasive racism that African 

Americans face in both everyday life and within the legal system. Rachel Kushner's "The Mars 

Room" highlights the systemic biases that contribute to the high incarceration rates among minority 

populations, emphasizing the unequal treatment of African Americans within the judicial system. 

These works collectively underscore the deep-seated racial injustices that continue to shape the 

experiences of African Americans with the criminal justice system. 
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4. VOICES OF RESISTANCE AND RESILIENCE 

In contemporary African American literature, characters often embody resilience and resistance in the 

face of incarceration. Their stories shed light on the strength and determination required to navigate 

through the injustices of the criminal justice system.One such character is Kya, from "Sing, Unburied, 

Sing" by Jesmyn Ward. Despite the challenges of growing up with an incarcerated father and a drug-

addicted mother, Kya displays remarkable resilience. She learns to fend for herself and her younger 

brother, Jojo, in the absence of stable parental figures. Kya's inner strength and resourcefulness allow 

her to navigate the complexities of poverty and racism, ultimately striving for a better future for 

herself and her family.In "The Mars Room" by Rachel Kushner, Romy Hall is another character who 

demonstrates resilience in the face of incarceration. Despite being sentenced to two life terms in 

prison, Romy refuses to succumb to despair. She forms connections with fellow inmates, maintains 

her sense of identity through her memories and dreams, and finds solace in literature. Romy's defiance 

against the dehumanizing conditions of prison reflects her determination to preserve her humanity and 

autonomy. 

Survival and resilience in the context of incarceration often require innovative strategies and coping 

mechanisms. Characters in contemporary African American literature employ various tactics to 

endure their circumstances and maintain their dignity.In "The New Jim Crow" by Michelle Alexander, 

the concept of "survival crimes" is explored — the idea that individuals may resort to illegal activities 

out of necessity or desperation. This notion challenges conventional narratives of criminality and 

highlights the socioeconomic factors that contribute to involvement in the criminal justice system.In 

"Sing, Unburied, Sing," Jojo finds solace and strength in his connections to his ancestors and the 

natural world. His ability to commune with spirits and draw on his heritage provides him with a sense 

of purpose and resilience amid adversity. In "The Mars Room," Romy Hall relies on her intellect and 

imagination to cope with the monotony and brutality of prison life. She forms bonds with other 

inmates, engages in intellectual pursuits, and holds onto memories of her life outside prison as a 

means of preserving her sanity. 

Literature often serves as a platform for activism and advocacy against the injustices of the criminal 

justice system. Authors use their narratives to amplify the voices of marginalized individuals and call 

attention to systemic issues.In "The New Jim Crow," Michelle Alexander advocates for a paradigm 

shift in how society views and addresses mass incarceration. She calls for an end to policies that 

perpetuate racial disparities and emphasizes the importance of community organizing and activism in 

effecting change.In "Sing, Unburied, Sing," Jesmyn Ward confronts the legacy of racial injustice in 

the American South and advocates for empathy and understanding towards those affected by 

incarceration. Her portrayal of characters like Jojo and Kya humanizes the experiences of African 

Americans within the criminal justice system, challenging stereotypes and fostering compassion."The 

Mars Room" by Rachel Kushner offers a critique of the prison-industrial complex and the 

socioeconomic inequalities that contribute to mass incarceration. Through Romy's story, Kushner 

highlights the failures of the legal system and the need for reform.These examples of activism and 

advocacy within literature contribute to broader conversations about justice, equality, and human 

rights. By giving voice to the silenced and marginalized, authors inspire readers to confront systemic 

injustices and work towards a more equitable society. 

5. INTERSECTIONALITY AND COMPLEXITIES OF INCARCERATION 

In examining the complexities of incarceration, it's crucial to consider how intersecting identities such 

as gender, class, and sexuality intersect to shape individuals' experiences within the criminal justice 

system.For instance, women of colour, like Kya in "Sing, Unburied, Sing" by Jesmyn Ward, face 

unique challenges within the prison system. They often encounter sexism, racism, and economic 

disadvantages that compound their vulnerability to incarceration.LGBTQ+ individuals, such as Romy 

in "The Mars Room" by Rachel Kushner, may face discrimination and violence both inside and 

outside prison due to their sexual orientation or gender identity.Marginalized groups within the prison 

system face a myriad of challenges that exacerbate the already harsh conditions of incarceration. For 

example, women of colour, particularly those from low-income backgrounds, are disproportionately 

affected by policies such as the War on Drugs and mandatory minimum sentencing. These policies 

contribute to the overrepresentation of African American and Latina women in prisons.LGBTQ+ 

individuals often experience heightened rates of violence, harassment, and discrimination within 
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correctional facilities. Transgender individuals, in particular, may face denial of gender-affirming 

healthcare, placement in inappropriate housing, and increased risk of assault. 

Contemporary African American literature strives to amplify the voices of LGBTQ+, disabled, and 

other minority individuals affected by incarceration, shedding light on their unique experiences and 

struggles.In "The Mars Room," Rachel Kushner portrays characters like Romy and Conan, who 

represent LGBTQ+ individuals navigating the prison system. Through their stories, Kushner 

highlights the additional challenges faced by queer and transgender individuals within correctional 

facilities. Disabled individuals, like some characters in "Sing, Unburied, Sing," face barriers to access 

resources and accommodations within prisons. Their experiences underscore the need for greater 

awareness and advocacy for disabled individuals within the criminal justice system.Books like "Just 

Mercy" by Bryan Stevenson also advocate for marginalized voices, including those of individuals 

with mental illness and intellectual disabilities who are disproportionately affected by incarceration. 

Stevenson's work emphasizes the need for compassionate and equitable treatment for all individuals 

within the legal system. 

6. IMPACT OF INCARCERATION ON AFRICAN AMERICAN LITERATURE AND SOCIETY 

Literature plays a significant role in shaping societal perceptions of incarceration by providing insight 

into the human experiences behind the statistics. Works like "The New Jim Crow" by Michelle 

Alexander and "Sing, Unburied, Sing" by Jesmyn Ward humanize the individuals affected by 

incarceration, challenging stereotypes and fostering empathy. Through these narratives, readers gain a 

deeper understanding of the systemic injustices within the criminal justice system and their impact on 

African American communities.Literature serves as a powerful tool for advocating for criminal justice 

reform by bringing attention to issues of mass incarceration, racial inequality, and systemic injustice. 

Authors like Bryan Stevenson, in "Just Mercy," use their platforms to expose flaws in the legal system 

and advocate for fairness and compassion. By sharing stories of injustice and resilience, literature 

inspires readers to engage in activism and push for meaningful change within the criminal justice 

system.The portrayal of incarceration in African American literature influences cultural discourse and 

awareness by sparking conversations about race, poverty, and human rights. Books like "The Mars 

Room" by Rachel Kushner and "An American Marriage" by Tayari Jones prompt readers to confront 

uncomfortable truths about the realities of incarceration and its impact on individuals and society. 

These narratives contribute to a broader understanding of the complexities surrounding mass 

incarceration and challenge prevailing narratives about crime and punishment. 

7. CONCLUSION 

In this essay, we have explored the theme of incarceration in African American literature, highlighting 

its multifaceted impact on individuals, families, and communities. We discussed the historical context 

of incarceration, including its roots in slavery and the Jim Crow era, and analysed selected literary 

works such as "The New Jim Crow" by Michelle Alexander, "Sing, Unburied, Sing" by Jesmyn Ward, 

and "The Mars Room" by Rachel Kushner. We examined common themes such as loss of agency, 

effects on familial relationships, and institutional racism, and explored voices of resistance and 

resilience within literature. We discussed the intersectionality and complexities of incarceration, as 

well as the impact of literature on societal perceptions, advocacy for criminal justice reform, and 

cultural discourse.The exploration of incarceration in African American literature is an ongoing and 

vital conversation. It is essential to continue examining the ways in which literature reflects and 

shapes societal understandings of incarceration and its consequences. By delving deeper into the 

experiences of those affected by incarceration and amplifying marginalized voices, literature can 

contribute to greater awareness, empathy, and action towards reforming the criminal justice 

system.Literature serves as a powerful tool for understanding and addressing social issues like 

incarceration. Through storytelling, authors illuminate the human experiences behind complex social 

phenomena, fostering empathy and encouraging critical reflection. By engaging with literature, 

readers gain insights into the systemic injustices within society and are inspired to advocate for 

change. The significance of literature in addressing social issues lies in its ability to challenge 

dominant narratives, amplify marginalized voices, and spark meaningful dialogue towards creating a 

more just and equitable world. 
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